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House of Burgess: Obama makes point nation 
misses 


President uses N-word during podcast 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


I’ve rarely been more excited for the debut of a podcast episode than I was 
for Monday’s edition of “WTF with Marc Maron” featuring special guest 


President Barack Obama. 


I have been a fan — first of Maron and then the show — for years, telling 
anyone who will listen how it’s the best podcast going. Maron specializes in 
long-form, conversational interviews. The thought of the sitting president 


entering this confessional environment was thrilling. 


What I was surprised by was the media reaction to the episode, which was 
taped Friday in the garage of Maron’s Los Angeles home. Later in the day 
Monday, I found the first 1,096 Google News stories were all reactions to 
the same moment in the podcast. And it was a moment that barely 
registered with me when I first heard it because the point Obama was 


making was so seemingly obvious. 


“T always tell young people in particular, ‘Do not say that nothing’s changed 
when it comes to race in America unless you lived through being a black 
man in the 1950s or ’60s or ’70s,’” Obama said. “It is incontrovertible that 
race relations have improved significantly during my lifetime and yours. ... 
What is also true is that the legacy of slavery, Jim Crow, discrimination in 
almost every institution of our lives, that casts a long shadow. And that’s 
still part of our DNA. That’s passed on. We’re not cured of it — racism. ... 
And it’s not just a matter of it not being polite to say ‘n-----’ in public. That’s 
not the measure of whether racism still exists or not. It’s not just a matter of 
overt discrimination. Societies don’t overnight completely erase everything 


that happened 200 to 300 years prior.” 


I should have known the media conversation had to find something to latch 
on to from this interview, and that the six-letter word Obama employed 
would make a convenient handhold. What I don’t understand is the posture 


of fake outrage and pearl-clutching the president’s opponents have assumed 


in the wake of this interview. Especially since this is far from the first time 


Obama has used this word in public on this very subject. 


“Obama began talking about race and his upbringing when he wrote the 
memoir ‘Dreams From My Father;’ as he was about to begin his first 
campaign, for the Illinois State Senate in 1995,” reported Michael D. Shear 
of The New York Times on Monday. “The word ‘n-----’ appears 19 times in 
the book, often as a way to explain the kind of language that he heard as he 


grew up.” 


The argument Obama was attempting to put forth by using this word on 
Maron’s show is right on, and the reaction only serves to prove this. Racism 
is much more subtle, and in many ways more insidious, these days because 


it hides in the shadows even after more overt forms of it are taboo. 


“T understand that they’ve got to find something [to focus on], but the 
context of what he said was very specific, and to take it out of context is sort 
of a disservice to the larger point,” Maron told Katla McGlynn of UPROXX 
on Monday. “So, I’m not surprised that it happened, but he used the word to 
make a point about the word, and about the conversation around the word. 
Politely not using the word doesn’t indicate that racism is over. If you take 


something out of context, it’s going to get people all worked up.” 


To his credit, Obama and his administration aren’t backing down — and 


good for them. 


“The White House says President Obama doesn’t regret using the N-word to 
make a point about racial progress in an interview,” reported Nedra Pickler 
of The Associated Press on Monday. “Spokesman Josh Earnest says ... 
Obama didn’t plan in advance to use the word to be provocative. He says 
Obama was speaking in a free-flowing, casual interview for a podcast and 


trying to make the point that ending racism is about more than manners.” 


I found Obama’s interview very entertaining and I’m glad I listened, but I’ll 
be more interested to see if he’ll come back after he’s no longer president 
and doesn’t have quite as much riding on each word. Then, you might really 


hear something controversial. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


